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think of it now as a lovely young girl. The repetition of it
cleanses from all sin, but no woman and no person of low caste
may ever hear its life-giving syllables. The father of the child
has the first right to teach this to his little son, but if he has
failed to do so, the priest imparts it.
The boy sits to the north of the sacred fire, facing the west,
and the guru sits opposite with his face to the east. The
child bows to his preceptor, crossing his hands (the hands are
always crossed when bowing to a priest), and with his right
hand touches the guru's right foot, and with his left, the left
foot of the guru. Then, for a moment or two,- he and his pre-
ceptor look steadily at each other.
It is so important that no one should overhear the sound of
the sacred verse, that the heads of both guru and child are
now covered with a silk shawl about five yards long. Some-
times at this point the boy worships Sarasvatf, the goddess of
learning, represented by a book of the Vcdas or the mystic
symbol Swastika (the cross with the bent arms). In every
u:ase the priest bends forward and murmurs the sacred words
into the boy's right ear. Slightly varying translations are
given of the mantra; the version which the present writer's
pandits preferred runs: ' Let us meditate on the most excellent
light of the Creator (or of the sun); may He guide our
intellects'.
The Brahmans like to draw attention to the plural number
of *us' and 'our', and compare it with the great Christian
prayer 'Our Father', pointing out that both presuppose
^a social, not an individualistic, worship.
No lover of Oxford can fail to notice the striking resemblance
between this, the great prayer of the learned class in, India,
and the noble motto of the ancient English university ; * Thfc
Lord is niy Illumination \
So sacred is tt&gayatri that the right ear of the child, once
he has heard it, becomes holy for life and can save the sacred
thread itself from contamination if that be wound over It,
The verse must first be taught in separate words without